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INTRODUCTION 


There are about 100,000 Inuit in the world, living 
throughout the northern circumpolar regions. 
They inhabit northern Alaska, the eastern tip 

of the USSR, Greenland and, of course, northern 
Canada. (The Eskimos are increasingly referred 
to as Inuit, the plural form of the word Inuk, 
meaning person; while the Eskimo language is 
known as Inuktitut.) 


Canada's Inuit number around 23,000. They live 
in small communities in the Mackenzie Delta 
and on the mainland coast of the Northwest 
Territories, the Arctic islands, the shores of 
Hudson and Ungava Bays, and in Labrador. The 
communities are situated for the most part on 
bays, river mouths, inlets or fiords, reflecting 

a past life that was largely tied to marine harvest- 
ing. The settlements are situated within three 
jurisdictions: the Northwest Territories, Quebec 
and Newfoundland. 


The Inuit live in a rapidly changing world. Continu- 
ous contact with Europeans was not established 
until the 19th century throughout most of the 
North. Only fifty years ago southern Canada 
was establishing its first permanent posts in 
many northern communities. At that time Inuit 
were still living in a manner that had been main- 
tained for generations. Shelter was a tent in 

the summer and a snowhouse in the winter. 

Life depended on hunting skills. Starvation was 
never far away. 


Today, while the hunter's life and the special 
relationship it implies with the land remains 
central to Inuit identity and self-perception, 
traditional hunting pursuits are not as important 
economically as they were in the past. The southern 
world has invaded northern communities with 

all its comforts and complications: electricity, 
oil-fired furnaces and stoves, snowmobiles and 
trucks, schools, hospitals, films and television 
have all combined to change northern living. 

As social conditions change, so do the people. 

The problems of southern society move north, 
often to be amplified in the conducive atmosphere 
of rapid social change. 


THE ORIGINS 


The question of Inuit origins has been a subject 
of considerable speculation among archaeologists 
for many years. The piecing together of all 
archaeological evidence points to a beginning 
somewhere in Northeast Asia near the Bering 
Sea - probably between 15,000 and 10,000 B.C. 


A succession of ancient arctic cultures extending 
from eastern Siberia across Alaska and northern 
Canada to Greenland has been identified and 
described by students of Eskimo prehistory. 
While there is not always consensus on the dating 
of these cultures and their interrelationships 
there is agreement, at least for Canada, that 

a number of distinct arctic cultural phases can 
be identified. The best known of these are the 
Dorset and Thule cultures. 


The Dorset period lasted in the Canadian Arctic 
from about 700 B.C. to about 1300 A.D. The 
Dorset people followed an economy largely based 
on walrus and seal - for which they had developed 
highly specialized hunting techniques. 


The Thule culture, which overtook and perhaps 
assimilated the Dorset people, had a relatively 
short duration from about 1200 A.D. to the time 
of first European contacts. Their material culture 
was characterized by the use of kayaks, umiaks 
(skin-covered "women's boats"), sleds and sled- 
dogs, whips, harpoons, spears, lances, fishing 

gear and bows and arrows. These implements 

and others - soapstone lamps, bone or ivory snow- 
knives, goggles and sewing implements, for example 
- were still used extensively throughout the first 
half of the 20th century. 


Life was hard in a brutal climate and centered 
around the hunt as the key to survival. When 

the game diminished or disappeared, the people 
faced extreme privation; the success of the hunt 
was all-important. The sea provided seals, walrus, 
whales, polar bears and water fowl, the land 
caribou and musk oxen and the lakes and rivers 

a variety of fish. Hunting skills were passed 

down from father to son. 


EARLY CONTACT 


Although European explorers had met Inuit during 
the 16th century along the Labrador coast and 

had entered Hudson Bay as early as 1610, no 

real challenge to the traditional Inuit way of 

life occurred until the mid-18th century when 

the first tentative posts for trading were established 
along the tree-line. The Moravian Brethren 

founded their first mission at Nain, Labrador 

by 1770 and had success in conversions to Christian- 
ity. 


Further north the rich bounty in whale oil and 
baleen was being harvested from the seas around 
the Eastern Arctic islands. In 1821 the first 
British whaling ships ventured north into Davis 
and Baffin Bays and by the middle of the century 
whalers were to be found in all the navigable 
northern waters. Trading for game and furs 
between the whalers and the native people was 
common and from that time the Inuit became 
more and more dependant on metal, firearms 
and cloth. After the first cautious approaches, 


contact between Inuit and whalers became widespread 


as Inuit worked on board ship during whaling 
operations and helped to operate shore stations. 
In the Western Arctic, American whalers entered 


the Beaufort Sea through the Bering Strait in 
the 1870's and came into contact with the western 
Inuit. Northern waters would be vigourously 
exploited for whales until the turn of the century. 


TRADING 


The early years of the 20th century saw a drastic 
decline in the whaling industry as the resource 
was depleted and whaling ships ceased their 
penetration into arctic waters. 


Meanwhile the value of fox fur had increased 

to a level that made the establishment of arctic 
trading posts a commercially viable proposition. 
Isolated posts had been set up along the tree- 
line, at Fort Chimo in Ungava, at Little Whale 
River on Hudson Bay, and along the Mackenzie, 
as far back as 1830 in order to trade with Indians 
and initiate trade with the Inuit. But it was 

not until 1906 that the first post was established 
by the Hudson's Bay Company at Wolstenhome, 
on the south side of Hudson Strait, in what was 
exclusively Inuit territory. During the next 
thirty years trading posts were established from 
Baffin Island westward and the Mackenzie Delta 
eastward, until most Inuit were within travelling 
range of a post. 


With the spreading network of trading posts, 

the traditional nomadic, subsistence hunting 

life was to undergo a further, drastic change. 

The posts became a focal point for economic 

life, and trapping vied with hunting as the emphasis 
shifted from food to furs. The Inuit were outfitted 
with traps by the fur traders and bartered furs 

for food staples (flour, lard, tea and sugar), 
tobacco, cloth and other goods. For the great 
majority of Inuit, life passed in summer and 

winter camp close to productive hunting, fishing 
and trapping areas, with an occasional visit to 

the trading post. 


With the depression of the 1930's and declining 
fur prices came a decline in the fur trade. The 
Hudson's Bay Company closed some of its smaller, 
marginally profitable posts. In the 1930's the 
Northern Trading Company, the Canalaska Company, 
and the Revillion Freres all went out of business, 
selling their assets to the Hudson's Bay Company, 
and leaving that firm as the sole company trading 

in most of the North. 


THE MISSIONARIES 


The period of trade expansion in the North also 
saw the establishment of the Christian church 
in Inuit territory. By the 1930's Roman Catholic 
and Anglican missions had spread throughout 
the Arctic to serve the Inuit, many of whom 

had already been converted to Christianity by 
travelling missionaries. 


The Anglican Church introduced the Inuit to 
syllabic writing, based on a system previously 
developed by a Methodist missionary working 
among the Cree Indians. This method of writing, 


in which each character represents a syllable 

in the language, afforded the Inuit ready literacy 
and is used today throughout the eastern arctic. 
Inuktitut writing in conventional roman letters 

is used to some extent in the Western Arctic 

but particularly in Labrador where it was established 
many years ago by the Moravian missionaries. 


The early churches left a legacy of schooling 

for Inuit. Before government assumed its reponsi- 
bility for Inuit the church had established schools 
in many communities, teaching English and other 
subjects, and paving the way for the establishment 
of federal government schools. The churches 

also initiated modern health care for Inuit with 
the establishment of hospitals in the North. 


THE CANADIAN GOVERNMENT 


The Canadian government's first representatives 
in the North were the RCMP who watched over 
Inuit-whaler relations, collected customs duty 
from the whaling ships, took census and distributed 
relief in times of hardship. Their opportunities 

to administer the law were few, usually limited 

to the occasional cases of homicide or severe 
social disruption. 


Apart from scattered police posts, there was 

no permanent administrative presence in most 
of the Arctic until the early 1950's when, in 
response to a variety of factors (including the 
construction of the Distant Early Warning radar 
system - the DEW Line, the need to affirm Canadian 
sovereignty in the North, the collapse of fur 
prices and an increased public concern with the 
situation of neglected peoples) the Canadian 
government announced a policy of incorporating 
the Eskimos into the mainstream of Canadian 
life and providing them with the benefits already 
being received by other Canadians. 


To accomplish this change, the Department of 
Northern Affairs and Natural Resources was 
created in 1953 to take over many of the functions 
previously carried out by other government 
organizations. The following year the first of 

a group of administrators, called Northern Service 
Officers, was sent in to isolated arctic posts 

to relieve the RCMP of some of their social 
duties, support school teachers where the first 
federal schools had already been established, 
foster the development of local government, 
promote economic development projects and 

in every way provide assistance for the growing 


population of the settlement. The rapid development 


of permanent communities was the direct result 
of this new government policy, families preferring 
to remain close to their children (now receiving 
compulsory education) and within reach of govern- 
ment services (social assistance, economic aid, 
health care, etc.) that did much to alleviate 

the dire hardship of earlier times and their de- 
pendence on the vagaries of the fur trade. 
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To house these growing numbers in the new communi- 
ties, and to replace the increasing conglomeration 

of rough shacks being improvised by the local 

people from scrap lumber to replace their earlier 
tents and snow houses, the federal government 
implemented its first northern housing program. 


The first houses provided in 1956 were a rigid 
frame type and these were followed by 5 x 10m 
houses of standard construction. Between 1956 
and 1965, a total of 1,250 of these one-room 
units were provided either on a purchase or a 
welfare basis. 


A new program begun in 1966, supplied more 
than 1,500 three bedroom houses on a rental 
basis until 1975. Since then, the N.W.T. Housing 
Corporation has used National Housing Act 
programs to provide standard public housing 
accommodation. 


TERRITORIAL GOVERNMENT 


Successive reductions in the size of the North- 

west Territories occurred in 1905, with the creation 
of the provinces of Saskatchewan and Alberta, 

and in 1912 when boundaries of Manitoba, Ontario 
and Quebec were extended northward to their 
present limits. Amendments to the Northwest 
Territories Act in 1905 provided for a Commissioner 
and Council to be appointed by the federal govern- 
ment. From 1918 to 1963, the Commissioner 

was also Deputy Minister of the Department 

of the Interior and its successor departments. 

Since 1963, the position of Commissioner has 

been a full time one, continuing to report to 

the Minister of Indian and Northern Affairs. 


In 1967, the seat of the Northwest Territories 
Government was moved from Ottawa to Yellowknife. 
An expanded territorial government service 

took over administration of provincial type services 
from various federal departments. The territorial 
Council was then partially appointed and partially 
elected. In 1974 Council became a fully elected 
body with an increase in membership to 15 rep- 
resentatives. In the 1974 elections there was 

a native majority of nine members for the first 
time, with six being Inuit. 


In January, 1978, three elected members (one 

an Inuk) had been nominated by Council and 
appointed to the Executive Committee by the 
Commissioner. With this participation of elected 
members in the Executive Committee, elected 
members took responsibility for administration 

of one or more departments of the territorial 
government, and advice to the Commissioner 

in his overall function as chief executive officer, 
the legislative program to be presented to territor- 
ial Council, and his presentation and defence 

of the program in debates before Council. With 
the 1979 elections, membership in Council 
increased to 22 representatives and the Executive 
Committee to seven. 


ARCTIC QUEBEC AND LABRADOR 


In the Inuit areas of Arctic Quebec the provincial 
government first established a presence in the 
early 1960's with the construction of schools 

and administrative offices. Since then and until 
recently jurisdiction for Inuit education and 
administration was divided, with services being 
supplied by both the federal and provincial govern- 
ments. An elected regional government for 

the Quebec Inuit has been established as a result 
of the James Bay and Northern Quebec 
Agreement. The Kativik School Board was also 
established following land claims settlement 

to assume responsibility for education. 


In Labrador the Newfoundland provincial govern- 
ment under a cost sharing agreement with the 
federal government retains primary responsibility 
for the administration of government programs 
for Inuit. 


LOCAL GOVERNMENT 


Initial attempts by the federal government to 
establish Inuit settlement councils in the 1950's 
faced problems due to the Inuit's unfamiliarity 
with the concepts of representative political 
power and structured democratic organization. 
The changing social structure of the new centralized 
settlements tended to obscure the traditional 
basis of leadership within the Inuit community 
and for many years Inuit were in the situation 

of having many of their political decisions, at 

the municipal and regional levels, made by others. 


This situation has changed. Progress towards 
effective local government has been especially 
rapid over the last few years. Local councils 

are taking over more responsibilities and functions. 
Hamlets, villages and towns have been formed 
under Territorial legislation giving to local govern- 
ment powers similar in scope to those in the 
provinces. Settlements that have not yet forma- 
lized their municipal status administer NWT 
government funds so as to provide utilities and 
services. In Arctic Quebec, community corpora- 
tions and native regional governnment have been 
established as a result of the James Bay land 
claims agreement. 


THE NATIVE ASSOCIATIONS 


The formation and growth of native organiza- 
tions has been a direct result of the increasing 
desire by Inuit to conduct and govern their own 
affairs. Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (The Eskimo 
Brotherhood) is a national organization that 

seeks to encourage these objectives and foster 
growth and development of Inuit culture. Regional 
associations speak for their own area and include: 
The Committee for Original People's Entitlement 
(COPE) in the Western Arctic; the Northern 
Quebec Inuit Association (NQIA) now succeeded 

by Makivik Corporation; the Labrador Inuit 
Association (LIA); the Baffin Region Inuit Associa- 
tion (BRIA); the Keewatin Inuit Association; 

and the Kitikmeot Inuit Association in the Central 
ALCtIC, 


These associations speak for Inuit interests in 
discussions and negotiations with industry, and 
with provincial, territorial and federal govern- 
ments. They and their special agencies are primarily 
concerned with land claims negotiations and 
the preservation of the Inuit lifestyle in the 
face of resource development. 


The associations are also involved in diverse 
projects which seek to maintain and preserve 
Inuit culture and promote social improvements 
for Inuit. These projects have included formation 
of the Inuit Cultural Institute, the establishment 
of legal service centres, and the establishment 

of boards and commissions in education, language, 
law and game management. 


In 1979 the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada and the 
communications society of Northern Quebec, 
Taqramiut Nipingat Incorporated, each began 
preparations for participation in Communications 
Canada's Anik B Satellite Program. The Inuit 
projects both involve the planning, implementation 
and evaluation of various telecommunications 
systems and applications. A major component 

of each project relates to the development of 
Inuit television programming and broadcasting 
capabilities through the establishment and support 
of Inuit production centres in key locations in 

the Arctic. 


= 


LAND CLAIMS 


The Inuit associations are increasingly preoccupied 
with land claims providing as they do, a focus 
for Inuit desires for change in existing economic, 
social and political structures. Unlike many 
Indian groups in Canada who have entered into 
treaties and agreements, the Inuit live in one 

of the areas of Canada where native rights based 
on traditional use and occupancy have not been 
extinguished or superseded by law. Inuit believe 
that development of the lands which are the 
subject of claims should not take place without 
their being consulted and that they should be 
compensated for the loss of their aboriginal 
interest in these lands in ways which will provide 


concrete opportunities for revitalized social, 
cultural and economic growth as well as specific 
forms of compensation, including lands. In 1973, 
the federal government agreed to negotiate 
native land claims in the North. 


The first contemporary native land claims agreement 
to be reached in Canada was the James Bay 

and Northern Quebec Agreement, which was 
signed on November 11, 1975 and proclaimed 

in legislation by the federal and Quebec provinc- 
ial governments two years later. The Inuit (together 
with the Cree) people of Quebec relinquished 

any further claim to the lands constituting the 
major part of the James Bay and Northern Quebec 
area in return for certain benefits. These included 
exclusive hunting and fishing rights over part 

of Northern Quebec, outright ownership of more 
than 3,000 square miles of land, political rights 
including a regional government, education and 
language rights in Inuktitut, and a cash and 
royalties settlement amounting (for the Inuit) 

to some $90 million. 


Inuit Tapirisat of Canada presented a claim to 

the federal government in February 1976. The 
claim was a comprehensive social/political/ 
economic development proposal which asked for 
the division of the NWT into two separate politi- 
cal jurisdictions. Entitled "Nunavut: A Proposal 
for the Settlement of the Inuit Lands in the North- 
west Territories", sought the creation of a Nunavut 
Territory in which the Inuit majority would have 

a large measure of control. This proposal was 
subsequently withdrawn and a revised claim 

was made and in the fall of 1979 negotiations 

were interrupted when the newly appointed ITC 
executive undertook a review of their position 

and negotiating structures. Negotiations are 
expected to resume in late 1980. 


In May 1977, the Committee for Original Peoples' 
Entitlement presented its own proposal for a 

land claims agreement covering the Western 
Arctic region, expressing the view that rapid 
resource development activities in the Mackenzie 
Delta required negotiations to move at a quicker 
pace. Intensive negotiations were held and 
resulted in an Agreement-in-Principle being 
signed in October 1978. Providing the framework 
for a final agreement, it calls for ownership 

of 37,000 square miles of land, $45 million (1978 
value) cash compensation payable over a 10 year 
period, a public land management agency, strength- 
ening of the Inuit cultural identity and protection 
of the arctic wildlife and environment. In May 
1979 agreement was reached on most of the 

land selection component of the claim. Negotia- 
tions were then interrupted because of a review 
of the federal position followed by the election. 
Intensive negotiations towards a final agreement 
were scheduled to resume in September 1980. 


In March 1977, the Labrador Inuit Association 
(LIA), representing 2,200 Inuit, presented its 
statement of claim to the federal government. 

This statement was accepted as a basis for negotia- 
tion in July 1978. Provincial participation is being 
sought as the province has jurisdiction over land 
and resources which would form part of the final 
settlement. The LIA is continuing in its land 
claims work which will lead to the development 

of their negotiating position. 


ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 


The Canadian Inuit have moved, in thirty years, 
from a hunting and trapping ecomony into a 
multi-faceted, multi-million dollar economy 
that is developing in several areas, including 
art and crafts, tourism and renewable resource 
development. 


The co-operative movement is an important 
development in the modern northern economy. 
Until the early 1960's almost all Inuit art was 
bought and marketed by the Hudson's Bay Company 


or the Department of Northern Affairs. Co- 
operatives were formed beginning in 1959 to 
obtain for their members a greater return from 
art production, and also to take advantage of 
other opportunities in fishing, fur garment 

and handicraft production, and the development 
of tourism, sports hunting and fishing. In 1967 
co-operatives in Northern Quebec formed a 
federation of co-operatives within that province. 
The NWT co-operatives have their own federation 
and also have a controlling interest in Canadian 
Arctic Producers Co-operative Limited, an Ottawa 
based Inuit art marketing agency. 


Today the co-operatives, as a group, are the 
largest single employer of native labour in the 
Arctic with an annual volume of business in excess 
of $24,000,000. They are involved in the provision 
of municipal services, construction, commercial 
fishing, retail stores, and the production of crafts, 
graphic art and sculpture. Tourism is an increas- 
ingly viable proposition in the North. The availa- 
bility of reliable transportation, including STOL 
(short take-off and landing) aircraft and jet services, 
has resulted in a growing number of people flying 
north to hunt and fish. Inuit co-operative tourist 
camps along with some privately operated have 
been established at many locations in the north 

to serve this increasing demand. 


Non-renewable resource development, while 

a controversial issue in the North, is a provider 
of employment for Inuit in several areas. Dome 
Exploration in the Beaufort Sea and Nanisivik 
Mines at Arctic Bay both employ Inuit. Proposed 
pipeline systems could also be large native employers. 


Other large employers of Inuit are the federal, 
territorial and municipal agencies responsible 

for education, social welfare, hospitals and utilities. 
Inuit work in a variety of positions including 

social workers, teachers and nurses aides in ever 
increasing numbers. 


SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 


The development of northern society is perhaps 
the most controversial and difficult subject area 
to come to grips with and the hardest to deal 
with in brief form. The problems that develop 
in this rapidly evolving society are complex and 
have no easy answers. More and more it is the 
Inuit themselves who must analyse the problems 
and suggest solutions that will build a society 
compatible with their aims and aspirations. 


The general health of the Inuit has improved 
remarkably in recent years and life expectancy 
is far greater than it was only a decade ago. 
The Inuit then were susceptible to diseases for 
which they had no tolerance and contracted 
influenza, tuberculosis and measles which raged 
through groups and sometimes wiped out entire 
communities. In recent years these diseases 
have been contained. Medical help is now avail- 
able throughout the North, in nursing stations 
in the communities and hospitals situated at 
strategic points. Special evacuation by charter 
aircraft serves as an air ambulance system for 
isolated communities. 


Social welfare is administered by the territorial 
and provincial governments. Benefits available 

to Inuit are similar to those in the South, including 
old age pensions, family allowances, unemployment 
insurance and social assistance. 


New problems arising in recent years are those 
associated with social disruption brought about 
by massive social change. Alcoholism is a serious 
problem, especially in the larger centres, and 

is being fought on several fronts including liquor 
sales restrictions, quotas and outright prohibition 
in some communities. These restrictions are 
decided upon by the communities themselves, 
usually by referendum. 


Crime in some communities is often associated 
with alcohol abuse. The adaptation of the law 
to the special situation in the North is a long- 
standing government and judicial policy. Court 
is held in an official language and Inuktitut where 
Inuit are involved. Reforms in the correctional 
system are now being implemented to allow 
sentences to be served in the home community. 
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EDUCATION 


Education has made large strides in the last 
decade and is undergoing continual re-assessment 
in terms of its special application to northern 
needs and Inuit culture. In 1950, out of an Inuit 
population of 9,000 in the NWT, only 120 Inuit 
children went to school full-time. Education 

is now compulsory for all school-age children. 

As adolescents finish primary school it is often 
necessary for them to leave their home communi- 
ties to receive high school, community college 

or university education in larger centres in the 
North and elsewhere in southern Canada. 


Before 1970 most Inuit education was undertaken 
in one language - English. This situation is gradu- 
ally changing and the NWT and Quebec have 
introduced Inuktitut instruction during the first 
three grades. Textbooks in Inuktitut and English 
written especially for the North are supplementing 
transplanted southern textbooks. French is also 
being taught as a second language in Quebec. 


Adult education is being provided in many northern 
centres. Courses in homemaking, lifeskills and 
other interest programs are offered in addition 

to those designed to upgrade adult academic 

skills and to qualify Inuit for employment. Voca- 
tional training is also provided and an on-the- 

job training program successfully places Inuit 

in a variety of occupations in government and 
industry. 


CULTURE 


The most visible Inuit contribution to the larger 
Canadian culture has, of course been the fine 
sculptures and prints which grace so many southern 
homes and displays. Although Inuit have tradition- 
ally carved, it is only recently that sculpture 

has played so large a part in Inuit cultural, as 

well as economic, life. Printmaking is another 
recent art development, with the first prints 

being produced in Cape Dorset in the late 1950's. 


There is a developing interest in both traditional 
Inuit games and sports, and modern athletics. 
The Northern Games Association and the Arctic 
Winter Games Association sponsor major cultural 
and athletic events in alternate years with part- 
icipants and contestants flying in to the host 
community from all over the North. 


Film and video in Inuktitut are undergoing rapid 
development as the demand increases among 

Inuit, especially for Inuktitut programs on the 
northern television service, and Inuit film units 
are at work in some communities. Contemporary 
Inuit music and lyrics are increasingly popular 

in the North and records produced in that language 
gain a large share of the airspace on northern 
radio. 


The Inuit Cultural Institute (ICI) based at Eskimo 
Point, NWT, was formed in order to develop, 
maintain and encourage interest and growth 

in the many facets of traditional Inuit culture. 
Under ICI's auspices an Inuit Language Commission 
was set up to revise and standardize 

the Inuktitut orthographies, one using Roman 
letters, the other syllabic characters. A syllabic 
typewriter element has been developed incorporat- 
ing the revised syllabic orthography, thus greatly 
facilitating the production and printing of high 
quality printed material in Inuktitut. 


A recent development is the establishment of 

a native press in the North. Publications range 
from community newsletters and newspapers 

to association monthly magazines and are usually 
printed in English and Inuktitut. Books are also 
being written and published by Inuit authors, 

and Inuit printing presses in the North are being 
operated by the Inuit Cultural Institute 

and by the Co-operative at Cape Dorset. 
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